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Supportive pedagogy for excessively anxious pre-service education students. 
 
This paper presents the results of two years of trials of an innovative program 
offered to excessively anxious student teachers at a Queensland university. While 
most pre-service education students experience transient anxiety about becoming a 
teacher which decreases as knowledge and skills increase during training, this anxiety 
is distressing and inhibits their concentration and learning. In fact the incidence of 
anxiety disorders in the general population shows that this is the most common 
psychopathology. In the first year of the program eighteen pre-service students took 
part. The program covered understanding anxiety, how to cope with anxiety, teaching 
strategies and the importance of the supervisory relationship. The positive impact on 
the students showed the need and the demand for the program. In the second year 28 
students took part in two programs that were offered either as weekly or in a block. 
Pre-post results for the second year showed that the students’ anxiety and stress on 
various measures dropped significantly. 
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Introduction 
Learning to teach is a complex and a messy endeavour that for many pre-
service teachers can be a highly stressful and an anxiety-provoking experience. While 
it has been recognized that it is common for pre-service teachers to experience some 
anxiety and stress during their pre-service phase, it has been noted that this decreases 
as knowledge and skills develop during teacher training. However, for some 
excessively anxious pre-service teachers the increase in confidence as enjoyed by 
their counterparts does not occur. For these pre-service teachers the continuing 
excessive anxiety is highly distressing that sees many either withdraw from teaching 
altogether or from their learning and thus, their performance is seriously impaired. 
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Nonetheless, this is not surprising as it is known that excessive anxiety hinders 
learning (Cassady, 2004) and social competency (Hoffman, 2001). 
 
Excessive Anxiety Disorder 
Excessive anxiety disorder (or general anxiety disorder, GAD) is the most 
prevalent type of disorder experienced in the general population (Myers et al., 1984; 
Regier et al., 1984; Robins et al., 1984). According to the National Institute of Mental 
Health (NIMH) (2007) excessive anxiety disorder is characterized by chronic anxiety, 
exaggerated worry, and tension even where there is little or nothing to worry about. 
However, people suffering from excessive anxiety disorder cannot seem to rid 
themselves of their worry. Some of the physical symptoms of excessive anxiety can 
include for example; fatigue, headaches, muscle tension and aches, trembling, 
irritability, sweating and hot flashes (NIMH, 2007). 
In a research study by Campbell and Uusimaki (2006) it was found that 10% 
of pre-service teachers at a major Queensland university experienced excessive 
anxiety disorder. Greer and Greer (1992) hypothesised that individuals who are 
attracted to teaching often have personality traits which predispose them to unrealistic 
expectations and idealism leading to stress and as with most anxious students they are 
often perfectionists with unrealistically high expectations (Miller & Fraser, 2000). Of 
concern according to Murray-Harvey (1999), it that pre-existing anxiety disorders 
among pre-service teachers are often exacerbated during their field experience period. 
The resulting stress has been shown to affect pre-service teacher behaviour in the 
classroom, which reduces classroom effectiveness that in turn, has resulted in poorer 
student learning outcomes and increased levels in student anxiety (Murray-Harvey, 
1999; Silins, & Saebel, 1999). It has been shown that the dimension of neurotic 
personality on the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (anxiety) is significantly 
correlated with unsuccessful practice teaching lessons (Ngidi & Sibaya, 2003).  
Campbell and Uusimaki (2006) argue that while there are units offered at the 
university dealing with the practicum, and with the occasional lecture on stress, this is 
not nearly enough to support pre-service teachers suffering from excessive anxiety 
disorder. There were two factors that were identified that mitigated against extra 
support to be given. First, it was found that there was, and continue to be, limited 
individual support from academic liaison officers because of their work load and cost 
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factors. Second, there was, and is, the reluctance by many pre-service teachers to 
access general support, even when freely available. Excessively anxious pre-service 
teachers because of their embarrassment often do not seek the help available on 
campus from counsellors or tutors (Rickinson, 1998). This applies particularly to 
some pre-service teachers from Non-English Speaking Backgrounds (NESB), and 
some pre-service teachers from Indigenous backgrounds who are reluctant to seek 
help outside their family and friends because of the stigma and shame attached to 
anxiety and stress (Back & Barker, 2002). 
Campbell and Uusimaki (2006) suggested that it is particularly important to 
address excessive anxiety as well as stress not only before, but also during field 
experience to increase overall pre-service teacher retention and completion rates. 
Moreover, according to Manlove and Guzell (1997), this could reduce the attrition 
rate in the first few vulnerable years of teaching (Manlove & Guzell, 1997).  
Previous research 
The field experience component of teacher education programs have been of 
particular interest to researchers. A number of research studies have investigated pre-
service teacher stress during field studies (e.g., Munday & Windham, 1995; Murray-
Harvey et al., 2000; Romeo, 1985). Research studies also have focused on pre-service 
teacher anxiety and the use of self-reflection as a coping strategy (Wadlington, Slaton, 
Partridge, 1998; Yourn, 2000) and modelling with the mentoring teacher providing 
support (Romeo, 1985; Wadlington et al., 1998).    
 Most of the studies developed to support anxious pre-service teachers 
have involved workshop sessions with a small group focus (Wood, Willoughby, 
Specht, Stern-Cavalcante, & Child, 2002). In her study Rickinson (1998) offered a 
series half day workshops to a number of pre-service teachers who had been identified 
at risk of leaving in their first year of study. The workshops were limited to 20 pre-
service teacher participants who were encouraged to “share experiences, explore 
anxieties and gain support from the group” (Rickinson, 1998, p. 96). In addition to the 
workshop sessions, two individual counselling sessions were also provided. It was 
interesting to note that none of the pre-service teachers taking part in the workshops 
had sought help from any of the freely available sources for their anxiety, although 
these sources had been clearly advertised at the university. The findings from the 
study indicated that the workshops had been helpful not only in the development of 
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strategies for managing anxiety but there was also found a decrease in pre-service 
teachers’ anxiety.  
 
Payne and Manning (1990) targeted pre-service teachers’ anxious thoughts 
about field experience using a cognitive self-instructional procedure that involved, 
pre-service teachers being taught how to alter their self-talk. Results found a 
significant decrease in anxiety for the majority of the pre-service teacher participants. 
Likewise in a research study by Montgomery (2003) that provided social problem-
solving skills and managing emotional stress it was found to be successful in reducing 
pre-service teacher anxiety. While many of the aforementioned studies have been 
successful in decreasing anxiety and stress among pre-service teachers experiencing 
moderate levels of anxiety, these programs have had limited success supporting 
excessively anxious pre-service teachers (Campbell & Uusimaki, 2006; Rickinson, 
1998). 
The study 
 
The development of the supportive pedagogy program involved the following 5 
stages: 
1. Completion of pre-measures  
2. Interview 
3. Workshop 
- Teaching with Confidence  
4. Support provided during field experience  
     -  IPR – Interpersonal recall (Individual counselling with psychologist) 
  - Email support  
5. Completion of post – measures 
                   
Pre- and post- measures 
The pre- and post- measures used in both the 2005 and 2006 research studies included  
State-Trait Anxiety Inventory, Depression Anxiety Stress Scales and the Coping Scale 
for Adults
1
, in addition to these quantitative measures open ended interview questions 
were provided as a way to allow pre-service teachers to voice their concerns and 
anxieties. 
                                                 
1 For a discussion on the appropriateness of each of these measures see Campbell and Uusimaki (2006)   
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Teaching with Confidence program 
 
The innovative intervention program to support excessively anxious pre-
service teachers developed for this research study involved the development and in 
2006 the refinement of a workshop program called Teaching with Confidence. This 
workshop program was developed initially as a one day workshop program in 2005. 
The program was further developed in 2006 to enable a flexible delivery of the 
program content either as one-day workshop program or alternatively being offered 
through a series of 2 hour workshop sessions. The workshop included the following 
topics:  
1. Managing stress / anxiety 
2. Development of a collegial Teacher and Student - Teacher relationship 
3. Presentation of self 
4. Effective classroom behaviour management skills, teaching strategies and 
            lesson plans 
5. Role plays and presentations 
6. Role plays and presentations 
The program is based on cognitive behavior therapy (CBT) principles adapted 
for pre-service teachers. CBT is widely regarded as the most effective approach for 
reducing adult anxiety (Nathan & Gorman, 1998) and there is growing evidence, 
that CBT is also effective in reducing anxiety and stress for pre-service teachers 
(Campbell & Uusimaki, 2006; Edwards, Young, Ramanathar, & McDougle, 2001; 
Sumsion & Thomas, 1995). Research has shown that effectively managing the pre-
service teacher-supervisory relationship has been identified as the most important 
component of practice teaching in terms of student grades (Murray-Harvey et al., 
1999). Hence, to support pre-service teachers in developing a collegial relationship 
with their supervising teacher and other school staff the program included a special 
focus on communication and interpersonal skills.  
Interpersonal Process Recall (IPR) 
It was recognized that the process of exposure to a feared situation is the most 
critical element in overcoming anxiety thus, the program included a process for 
ongoing support through email, phone and individual counselling sessions, using 
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Interpersonal Process Recall (IPR)
2
, enabling students to review and refine their 
skills during field experience. It was found that this support enabled the 
participating excessively anxious pre-service teachers to adopt better coping 
strategies that in turn resulted in successful completions of their field experiences 
(Campbell & Uusimaki, 2006).   
Participants 
 
The program was advertised in the University Student Guild’s magazine, with 
flyers, headed “Are you nervous about prac?” posted on various notice boards around 
the university and in the field service office. Additionally, an email with the attached 
flyer and information about the program was sent to a number of course co-ordinators 
who forwarded the email to their students. In 2005 seventy-six self-identified anxious 
pre-service student teachers indicated their interest via email to volunteer for the 
program. From these eighteen participants (16 female and 2 male) chose to participate 
in the program. The ages of the participants varied between 19 and 53 years old. The 
18 participants were divided into two groups based on days they were able to attend 
the workshop, 8 students attended the Friday workshop and 10 students attended the 
Saturday workshop. Fifteen students were mature-age and four from a non-English 
speaking background. Most students were in their final year of a four-year education 
degree (13) with three in their third year and two in the final year of a two-year 
graduate degree.  
In 2006 one-hundred and seventy self-identified anxious pre-service student 
teachers indicated their interest via email to volunteer for the program. The pre-
service student teachers were invited to attend an information session prior to the 
commencement of the program, where they were briefed regarding the content that 
was to be covered. From the one-hundred and seventy pre-service teachers twenty-
eight self-identified anxious pre-service teachers were invited to pre-enactment 
interviews and, to ascertain their levels of anxieties were required to fill in the 
following questionnaires; the Adult Coping Scale (Frydenberg & Lewis, 1995), the 
State & Trait Anxiety Scale (Spielberger, 1983) and the Depression, Anxiety, Stress 
Scales (DASS) (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). From these twenty eight pre-service 
                                                 
2 Using IPR strategies (originally developed for use with trainee counsellors) this instructional method 
involved regular videotaped review of student teaching practice. This was provided in fortnightly, half-
hour individual sessions giving students the opportunity to reflect on their feelings, attitudes and 
behaviour, and to plan and implement changes to their teaching practice experiences. 
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teacher participants 11 pre-service teacher participants opted to drop out citing heavy 
workload, illness, feeling overly stressed. Seventeen pre-service teachers (17 female 
participants) completed the program and post-measures. The ages between 
participants varied between 20 and 55 years old. All participants were mature-age 
with most students in their final year of a four year education degree (11), two were in 
their second year and four were taking part in a one-year graduate diploma program.    
The Workshop 
 
The two workshops were held on a Friday and Saturday and were facilitated by the 
authors. They were activity based and consisted of the following three parts; 
  
1) Warm up: this covered both the content and the process of teaching, as well as 
theories on general anxiety, performance anxiety and in particular evaluation 
anxiety.  
2) Personal Strategies used in teaching: this involved presentation skills, 
introduction to different relaxation strategies and understanding IPR. 
3) Empowerment: this covered understanding of personal power and the 
supervisory relationship.    
 
The workshop was mainly experiential with role plays, microteaching and small 
group exercises with talks by the facilitators. 
 
RESULTS: 
 
Procedure and analysis of data 
 
A mixed method was used in this study. In addition to the quantitative. The 
quantitative data was analysed by the use of SPPS. A case-study approach (Creswell, 
2002) to analyze the email response and interview data. The case study method is a 
genre of qualitative inquiry where the researcher conducts a detailed examination of 
an individual or small group of individuals (Kerlin, 2002). The purpose of case study 
inquiry Kerlin states “is to examine and develop a deeper understanding of a specific 
phenomenon within the broader context or environment of the individual or group” 
(p.1). The aim of case study research is not to make generalizations about the 
phenomenon in question. Rather, the aim is to uncover, examine, and disclose specific 
nuances that otherwise might escape attention. 
  
Quantitative results:  
Pre and post measure results from the quantitative data . 
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DASS 
 Significant decrease in stress level 
Student Teacher Anxiety Scale 
 Significant decrease in evaluation anxiety 
 Approached significance (.058) decrease in anxiety about school staff 
Proactive Coping Scale 
 Significant increase in proactive coping strategies 
 Significant increase in strategic planning strategies 
 
Determining comments by students why they believed they needed to be 
accepted entry into program that were supported by their initial pre-measure results: 
I just can't concentrate and I'm scared I'm going to get myself into a huge mess 
if I don't deal with my anxieties soon, but I'm unsure how (Mary).  
 
I need to build my confidence with adults in general, even where I am working 
now, as the coordinator of an after school care facility, there are many times 
when I get stressed just knowing that a particular parent will be coming soon 
(Joan).  
I am usually a shy person anyway and have always had confidence issues, but 
I used to really enjoy my course. I loved what I was studying and I was 
especially excited about prac but now I am feeling very down about where I'm 
at. I feel very uncomfortable about presenting myself at the moment, which 
makes me nervous about behaviour management especially, but teaching 
generally. I am very teary and touchy over little things (Karen). 
 
 
Workshop comments: Student Evaluation of the Workshop 
 
Aspects of the workshop students liked 
 
There was a general agreement amongst most participants that the interaction and 
sharing of ideas between group members was both highly useful as it was enjoyable. 
Anne exemplified this by stating that, “exchange of ideas from the whole group rather 
than a lecture style was useful and positive with lots of information given and explained, 
there was also a positive feel even when addressing negative topics.”  Rebecca wrote 
“being able to put a label on when I get worked up and knowing that there are others like 
 9 
me” was useful. “Comparing other students’ concerns about prac” and “conversing with 
other students that are nervous about prac” were typical comments. 
 
The students reported that they liked the practical suggestions, such as how to improve 
their confidence as well as learning to understand and cope with anxiety (breathing 
techniques, presentation skills, etc). Sue found that “the strategies we were given for 
coping with anxiety were important for developing confidence”.  For participants like 
Sue, “talking in front of the group was helpful”.  
 
The participants also reported that they felt a sense of belonging in the non-intimidating 
environment developed by the workshop leaders. Dianne felt that the workshop leader 
“made the group feel a sense of togetherness”, while Sue reported that she made “us all 
feel comfortable in sharing our thoughts and feelings”. Ron commented that it “made us 
feel that we were normal and human.” Importance was also placed on the teaching 
experience of the workshop leaders.  Lyn for instance felt it was important, “hearing 
from someone who had extensive experience’” or, as Shaun commented, “I liked hearing 
about real teaching experiences”, Mark commented he liked “hearing a teacher’s 
stories.”  
 
Aspects of the workshop that students would improve. 
 
Some students wanted to take home information from the workshop such as  “an outline 
of what was covered in the workshop”, while most students wanted more information on 
behavioural techniques in the classroom, “techniques for dealing with rebuttals from 
students when they ask a question and the teacher does not know the answer and 
techniques to  get students attention at the start of the lesson” or negotiating the social 
context of the school, e.g. Lyn “information on how to handle other teachers, principals”. 
Others wanted more about what student teacher field experiences were really like, such 
as 
 
“A video showing a pre-service teacher’s teaching action in classroom, and then 
discussing which part is good and which part needs to improve, then each 
attender (sic) practice the same scenario and others watch and give feedback.” 
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Finally the students wanted the workshop to be repeated and more frequently -“perhaps 
the workshop could be run again next semester throughout a student’s course structure, 
even if it’s only once a semester. That way, an improvement in a student’s performance 
would be more evident”, while Ann even thought the workshop “should be made 
compulsory.” 
 
Workshop leaders’ comments 
 
The facilitators both felt the workshops were well attended and were successful. We 
were impressed with the commitment of students coming to the workshop on a Saturday 
and staying all day and the enthusiasm and honesty which they showed. We found that 
although each facilitator brought a different personality to her teaching, the tight 
structure of the workshop provided a good outline so that students received a similar 
experience. It was interesting that on the Friday workshop there were half the students 
from a non-English speaking background and that is also the background of the 
facilitator who conducted that workshop. On the Saturday the students were nearly all 
mature-age, as is the facilitator. We felt constrained by the lack of support we were able 
to offer the students through their field experience and after because of the pilot nature of 
the program but hope to extend this next year. 
 
The most interesting finding however, from our point of view was the powerful learning 
that both groups of students experienced from the afternoon session. Realizing that 
anxious students often have low self-esteem and are concerned about evaluation by the 
supervising teacher, we asked them to consider what power they brought to the 
supervisory relationship. All answered only in terms of the supervising teacher and how 
they ‘hoped’ the teacher would be supportive. None of the students understood about the 
concept of personal power and how to use this in the supervisory relationship. The role 
plays of the first meeting with the supervising teacher and the subsequent negotiations 
were a revelation to all the students. They were truly empowered by this session. 
 
 
The increase in the participants’ confidence at the completion of the workshop 
sessions suggested that the strategies that were offered to support participants in 
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managing their anxieties together with the interpersonal skills that were introduced 
were welcomed by the participants. Typical comments about the workshop included:  
The sessions were relevant in that these gave me strategies to cope with 
anxiety (breathing) and basic skills that will help my presentations run more 
smoothly (such as being prepared, use dot points not script).  I feel this was 
relevant helping me to cope as I always get nervous and need something to 
help me relax.  I usually try remembering a script and then get even more 
nervous when I forget what I’m supposed to be saying (Mary, 2005).   
 
I found the workshop very relevant to my needs and I'm glad I had to 
opportunity to attend. I wanted to know how to deal with pressure more 
effectively and also how appear more confident when presenting. These 
aspects were covered well and I think most prac students in general are 
concerned about these things (Patricia, 2006).       
 
Just wanted to let you know how wonderful I am finding the workshops!  
When I left today...my mind was going a thousand miles an hour...so many 
things were all falling into place and making sense!  I am not afraid of prac 
anymore. In fact I am really looking forward to going out there and 
challenging myself.  I was always afraid that I wouldn't know enough 
(academically) to be a good teacher...but after today, I could visualise in my 
mind what I would say to my class; about how 'we' could all learn together, 
that I wanted their input and needed their help. That I was here for them, so 
many things.... To be well organised, relating personal experiences, to help 
children manage their own feelings so as to be in charge of themselves, as well 
as instilling a desire to learn.... Wow (double wow) this is fantastic stuff!! 
(Tina, 2006) 
 
To ensure a positive experience during their field experience where the 
participants felt supported by the researchers both weekly and daily email support as 
well as individual IPR sessions were provided.   
 
 12 
I still found I lacked a bit of confidence and speaking in front of the class was  
extremely nerve racking. I'm a little timid when approaching groups. I am  
nervous about not knowing answers too! How can I deal with situations like 
this without undermining myself or the student? Mostly, I tried to be 
resourceful and ask students to consider what they already know, that kind of 
thing. Thanks for taking the time to write and read our replies. It's comforting 
to know you're there! (Kate, 2005)  
 
Sorry it has taken me a few days to reply to you it has been quite hectic. I have 
a very supportive prac teacher who has allowed me to start slowly with 
observations. I seem to feel as if I am not contributing enough to the class yet.  
I was expecting to have to teach a lot more content. I am still nervous about 
having to take a full lesson but feel it is important that I do, as my confidence 
is a little low, maybe this would help.  Deep breathing has definitely been an 
important strategy in reducing my anxiety. I'm proud that I got through my 
first week and hope that the rest of my prac will be just as enjoyable (June, 
2006) 
I felt anxious a few times during my first week of prac but I tried to focus on 
the positive, remind myself that I am still learning and that overall, I am doing 
alright (Linda, 2006). 
 
While most participants had enjoyed their field experiences and the support 
they had received and were looking forward to their teaching futures, not all of the 
participants exit comments were as positive. For both Sally and Jane the field 
experience had made each reassess their decision to become a teacher:  
I am very sorry I didn't answer your email during prac but I was so stressed 
and anxious that I couldn't do the questions.  Prac was a very negative 
experience for me and I am considering not being a teacher at this point (Sally, 
2005) 
I went into the prac feeling like I was going to do alright and came out feeling 
like a failure as a student teacher and like teaching was not for me.  One of the 
students in the classroom reacted badly to me and I had to distance myself 
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from that student and I was yelled at by the teacher for asking what was going 
to happen to one of the students who didn’t bring in their permission slip for 
an excursion.  Furthermore I was told that it was disappointing that I’d asked 
to go home a bit early because I had the flu, was vomiting and having 
coughing fits, and I was told I was going to be failed for not building a good 
enough rapport with the students.  At the moment I am considering that 
teaching is not for me (Jane, 2006). 
 
 
 
Conclusions  
 
 
It is clear from this study that there is a need to provide additional support to highly 
anxious pre-service student teachers prior to the commencement of their practicum. This 
was shown by both the number of enquiries from students as well as the satisfaction 
ratings of those who attended the workshop. As many vulnerable, anxious students do 
not usually take the initiative to access help that is available to them, it is interesting to 
note the large of number of students who expressed interest, although many of those who 
initially responded did not make the commitment to participate.  
 
By providing additional support to highly anxious teacher education students, the 
Teaching with Confidence program addressed issues of equity in tertiary education, by 
ensuring that this group of high risk students received appropriate opportunities to 
enhance their learning within a supportive environment. The workshop encouraged a 
shared commitment between participating students and the facilitators in their quest for 
an optimal teaching and learning experience during their field experience. It is expected 
that these students will not only achieve better academic outcomes during the remainder 
of their studies at university, but will be better prepared for their subsequent transition 
into professional practice. As Sumsion (2002) exhorts, there is a need to prepare students 
for the uncertainty of teaching, its ‘emotionality’ and the balancing of their class 
activities and the communal professional life of the school. 
 
One of the most Interesting findings was the impact of the explanation given in the 
workshops about the supervisory relationship with the field experience teacher.  
Although not all teachers in schools have an understanding of this process and it is 
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difficult to offer them professional development dealing with this aspect of their work, it 
is possible to include a session for the students on this relationship. All of the students in 
the workshops were intrigued by the concept of their own personal power in this 
relationship. They had conceptualized it as only position power and the role plays which 
followed in negotiating that relationship, were very powerful for them. Perhaps more 
relationship work prior to field experience is needed as all successful teaching includes a 
good teacher to student relationship (Lefevre, 2005). In addition, if pre-service students 
can be taught not to concentrate on themselves as ‘teacher as performer’ but to focus on 
the learning of the pupils then this could help alleviate some of the anxiety they face in 
their field experience. This will then enhance the quality of learning they provide to their 
future students and potentially reduce their own risk for stress-related work problems 
and early exit from the profession. The program may also be modified for application 
with other tertiary students who undertake field experiences such as nursing and 
psychology and counselling students.  
 
Limitations 
 
A number of limitations of the present study are acknowledged. First, the participants 
were volunteers. Although this contravenes sound experimental research principles, it is 
not possible or ethical to do it any other way. Second, there were only 18 participants, 
again a limitation for experimental research but appropriate for good teaching practices. 
This small number of students who were assisted also has implications for the 
sustainability of the program. Most higher education is driven by cost efficiencies which 
usually means ‘mass’ or ‘bulk’ education and this program is quite resource intensive. 
With over 5000 students taking an education degree, that could mean (on the basis of 
10% of the population having an anxiety disorder) that 500 students are excessively 
anxious and need this kind of intensive support.  
 
Continuing challenges 
 
One of the continuing challenges is how to encourage anxious and vulnerable students to 
seek support, especially when studying at large institutions when they feel overwhelmed. 
Another challenge is how to cost effectively make the program sustainable as these 
students need small groups and facilitators who can respond sensitively to them. Perhaps 
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grouping these students (again on a confidential and voluntary basis) for tutorials within 
the practicum subjects could be one answer.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Based on effective CBT principles, the workshop Teaching with Confidence makes an 
important contribution to the continual improvement and quality enhancement of the 
university’s pre-service teacher education program. For participating students, the 
workshop enhanced their learning opportunities, and the further development of teaching 
skills, by reducing the adverse impact of stress and anxiety. 
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